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Feminine Quest for Individuality in Beowulf and Kate Chopin’s The Awakening
By: Semira Taheri
Introduction
An examination of American and British literature reveals that universal themes and
characters appear in different genres and time periods. The theme of the marginalization and
oppression of women by the male patriarchy is evident in many works of literature and in today’s
society. By examining the female characters in Beowulf, (8th century), and The Awakening, (1899),
one realizes that the ways of treating and looking at women have not changed much through the
ages. Women’s struggle for selfhood in these texts is arduous because there is little possibility for
self-determination for women in societies where legal and economic practices and social customs
prohibit female autonomy. In both Anglo-Saxon and nineteenth-century American cultures, having
ambition, overcoming odds, and pursuing personal goals are habits of the masculine society; a
woman who wants to develop these skills has to defy centuries of passive femininity. The
Awakening and Beowulf may be from different genres and time periods, but a close examination
of both texts reveals that the female characters are searching to define their roles, expectations,
and identities in society. The Beowulf poet and Kate Chopin treat women’s issues by criticizing
the patriarchal culture of their society.
Women characters in Beowulf and The Awakening conform to two archetypes of women:
passive and aggressive-independent; the Beowulf poet and Kate Chopin also show the
consequences that each role bears. Both passive and aggressive-independent women lose their
identity and individuality and become marginal, excluded figures in society. Although Beowulf is
a product of an eighth-century Anglo-Saxon culture, one can see the same consequences for
passive or aggressive-independent women as in nineteenth-century American society. Therefore,

examining the female characters in both texts reveals that the quest for individualism is a universal
theme, and women should be able to keep their individualism in a rapidly growing universe where
life offers vast opportunities and experiences. Both texts emphasize that marriage should not
become the ground of closure for women. The Beowulf Poet asserts that women can reach the
ideals of self-assertion, independence, and freedom to choose the direction of their lives by
transcending boundaries in a patriarchal society. Likewise, Kate Chopin believes women, either in
passive or aggressive-independent role, fail to achieve self-assertion; although transcending
societal expectations needs “strong wings,” women strive to gain individuality by not violating the
balance between the two roles. In other words, the efficacy of balance between passive and
aggressive-independent roles is not violated by the quest for individuality, but rather the lack of
moderation in the pursuit; by balancing the alternative roles, women not only transcend the societal
boundaries, they attain self-assertion.
WOMEN IN BEOWULF: TRANSCENDING PEACE-WEAVING ROLES
The female characters have been overlooked for many years in the heroic poem of
Beowulf. Heroic epics tend to valorize men’s deeds in war; thus, in this warring society, it is
difficult to recognize the presence of women who are shadows to the main male-centered action.
The roles of women in early Anglo-Saxon culture were strictly defined. Women were defined as
possessions and were expected to serve the function of the peace-weaver. In this role, women
were married to men of warring tribes to promote peace; ironically, most queens failed to fulfill
this role, and often ended up bringing war to their nation. The female characters Hildeburh and
Freawaru in Beowulf display the role of passive peace weavers who are unable actively to control
their fate, and thus, fail their role. On the other hand, Wealtheow and Grendel’s mother also fail
in their role as the aggressive-independent archetype by breaking the feminine conventions and

transcending their boundaries. Modthryth and Hugd are the only female characters in the
patriarchal society of Beowulf who are able to maintain their individual identity by transcending
the passive peace-weaving role and avoiding surpassing boundaries.
The dominant critical model for women in Beowulf has typically been the peace-weaver.
The metaphor refers to a woman’s arranged marriage to a member of a hostile tribe, as a means
of securing peace between feuding factions. Ironically, as Jane Chance and Gillian Overing have
shown, the peace-weaver inevitably fails; the peace rarely lasts for long and peace-weaving often
produces death. Thus, the peace-weaving role in Beowulf creates peace temporarily, holds
women in a passive role, and prevents women such as Hildeburh from being identified as an
individuals rather than pieces of valued treasure.
Hildeburh is not technically a player in the main plot of the poem but is instead a
character in a lay sung by Hrothgar’s scop during the victory banquet following Beowulf’s defeat
over Grendel. The scop tells the legend of Finnsburg, specifically the failure of the alliance
formed between the Danes and the Frisians. Hildeburh, the daughter of the former Danish King
and the sister to the present king, was given in a peace-weaving marriage to Finn, king of the
Frisians. When a violent quarrel broke out between the two sides, Hildeburh’s brother and son
were killed. Thus, she ordered a joint funeral pyre for her brother and son; the pyre is a visual
symbol of the destroyed peace agreement, and it signals not only the breakdown in the alliance at
Finnsburg, but also the impossibility of creating peace out of hostility. By doing so, she shows
her dissatisfaction with the social role; also, the poet is critiquing this social role by exposing its
flaws. Stacy Klein argues that “as Hildeburh commands the body of her Danish brother to be
placed alongside the shoulder of her Frisian son—thus creating the ‘shoulder-companions’ in
death that she was unable to make in life—she orchestrates a grim parody of her designated

queenly role as peace-weaver” (99). By joining her son’s body to that of her brother,
Hindenburg, she symbolically writes the violent and deadly results of the hostilities between the
two tribes. The pyre serves as her commentary on a peace-weaving system that is destined to
self-destruct. Jane Chance argues that “Hiledburh, heaping self-blame upon importance in a
positive conundrum of death and defeat, appropriately mourns the loss of her symbolic tie at the
pyre, the failure of herself as peace-pledge, the loss of her identity” ( 251). Consequently,
following a temporary peace settlement, the hostilities erupt again; Finn is killed, and Hildeburh
is transported back to her people, the Danes.
At the end, Hildeburh is physically removed from Finn’s hall, unable to shape the events
independently. When the Danes finally seek revenge for Hnaef’s death, the Danes take the Finn’s
treasures for themselves, and Hildeburh, too, is carried back to the Dane’s homeland as part of
the spoil:
The Scylding bowmen carried to their ships
all the house-property of that earth-king,
whatever they could find in Finn’s homestead,
jewels and bright gems. On their sea journey
they bore that noble queen back to the Danes
and led to her people (1154-1159).
Shari Horner points out that “the verb ‘fredon’ (carried) describes the Dane’s action in
transporting both the treasures and the woman, thus making Hildeburh a valuable commodity,
one of Finn’s treasures” (74). The concluding description of Hildeburh transforms her from an
individual to an object who is bound by male domination. Overing states that “in a culture where
war and death are privileged values, female failure or non-signification is built into the system.

One of the constant characteristics of the peace-weaver in Beowulf is her inevitable failure to be
a peace-weaver; the task is never accomplished, the role is never fully assumed, the woman is
never identified” (90). This final mention of Hildeburh requires one to view her as an object, so
that leaving Finnsburg to return to her people does not free her form either physical or social
containment.
Beowulf also represents another passive character whose identity is shaped not by her but
by the patriarchal society: Freawaru, Hrothgar and Wealtheow’s daughter. Freawaru is another
example of an exchange that is doomed to fail. Beowulf himself tells this story, as a revised
version of the stories he has heard so far. In short, he predicts that the marriage Horathgar has
arranged for his daughter with Ingeld is doomed to failure, because the presence of Freawaru and
her retainers at her husband’s court will painfully remind the Heathobards of their long-standing
feud with the Danes (2024-2069). Beowulf’s story interprets texts he knows already: the story of
Hildeburh, the resulting political negotiations at Heort, and the facts he has evidently learned
there about Freawaru’s impending marriage. The settlements achieved through peace-weaving
alliance can ensure female enclosure only temporarily. In Beowulf’s prediction, the old
Heathobard’s speech will break the peace with the Danes, because in Hildeburh’s story, men’s
language creates violence and death. Additionally, the old Heathoband’s speech will destroy
Freawaru’s peace-weaving. Beowulf’s prediction about the future of Freawaru effectively ends
the story cycle by asserting the peace-weaver’s failure as the inevitable order of things. This
passage illustrates vividly the helpless situation of the peace-pledge who is exchanged passively
and like a piece of property between a group of men.
Beowulf’s poet also depicts another archetype of women, the aggressive independent
women who are also failed peace-weavers and marginalized figures not because of being

passive, but because of transcending boundaries and violating the efficacy of balance. The Finn
episode demonstrates a warning that Wealtheow is also a failed peace-weaver, unable to prevent
war, and the peace between Hrothgar and Hrothulf, his nephew, will be short-lived. Her story
demonstrates that she is a failed peace-weaver not as a result of passivity but due to overstepping
her boundaries. Wealtheow’s first appearance establishes peace-weaving behavior, and thus
conventional femininity for the poem. “Her ceremonial cup-bearing serves to solidify relations
between Hrothgar, his retainers, and Beowulf, and she passes the cup figuratively to each man in
a strictly choreographed scene” (Horner 75). Accordingly, her movements figuratively bind the
man and their retainers together. Wealtheow’s second appearance frames the story of Hildeburh,
and she interprets Hildeburh’s story. Wealtheow’s ability to influence events is stopped short by
the narrative intervention of Grendel’s mother. Thus, “any prospect of an unenclosed peaceweaver in the poem is forestalled with this monstrous reminder of the dangers of unconfined
femininity” (Overing 88). Having just witnessed the disastrous outcome when the peace pledge
fails, Wealtheow seems to be deliberately trying to avoid Hildeburh’s fate. Thus, rather than
passively accepting events as they unfold and following the efficacy of balance, she wishes to
shape the future herself. Also, Horner explains that Wealtheow’s first speech is controlled by
imperative verbs, directed toward Hrothgar:
Take this cup, my noble courteous lord,
giver of treasure . . .
be gracious with the Geats . . . .
I have been told that you would have the warrior [Beowulf]
for your son. Heort, is cleansed;
make use of your many rewards while you can,

and leave to your kinsmen the people and kingdom
when you shall go forth to see the decree of fate. (1169-1180)
Through her strategic use of syntax, Horner maintains, Wealtheow’s peace-weaving words
actually cushion her harsher intent: to tell Hrothgar that his pledge to make Beowulf his adopted
son and heir is not acceptable (76-7). She will, instead, promote their nephew, Hrothulf, as heir
to the throne, ensuring the eventual succession of her own sons; she is trying to create a happier
ending for her sons than that suffered by Hildeburh’s son.
Eventually, she is unable to keep the peace since Hrothagr’s nephew, Hrothulf, will use
violence, perhaps murdering Hrothgar and probably murdering Wealtheow’s sons in order to
seize the throne. By asserting that women can transcend the passive peace-weaver role in order
to influence political and dynastic decisions independently, Wealtheow actively rewrites the
story of Hildeburh. J. Ogilvy and Donald Baler argue that “Wealtheow may be a mother so
obsessed by the desire to secure the succession of her son that she does not realize the harm she
is doing. Under Germanic law, the Council of elders (Witan) or the warriors of the tribe were
supposed to elect as king the ablest member of the royal house” (59). Peace-weaving, as an
enclosed social role, does not allow her to operate outside of her frame of reference, to shape
events independently from her husband. As a result of attempting to shape the events
independently, she loses her individual identity and thus becomes a marginalized, secluded
queen at the end of her episode; this is seen when at the end of her episode, the poet refers to her
not as

“Wealtheow” but as “queen,” a general reference:
Proud as kings,
they carried the head from the sea-cliff . . .
four of them had to bear, with some strain,

on a battle pole Grendel’s head to the gold-hall, . . .
Then the ruler of thanes entered there,
daring in actions, honored in fame,
battle-brave hero, to greet Hroathgar.
Then, where men were drinking, they dragged by its hair
Grendal’s head across the hall-floor,
a grisly spectacle for the men and the queen.
Every one stared at that amazing sight. (1634-1650)
Hence, when Wealtheow tries to shape political events independently, she becomes marginalized
and is juxtaposed with a socially threatening female counterpart; Grendel’s mother is another
example of the dangers of uncontrolled feminine power.
Grendel’s mother’s position within the poem and outside the society of the poem is
described as “monstrous” because she is a woman. Nameless and indescribable, Grendel’s
mother likewise stands outside of the peace weaving enclosure that governs the other women in
the poem. Like Wealtheow, she refuses to be identified as a passive woman by attempting to
transcend the boundaries. Grendel’s mother is physical, not verbal, and she uses violence rather
than language to achieve her goals. In his ballet with Grendel’s mother, Beowulf dominates and
destroys the feminine threat. Thus, “her failure is mandated by the principles of female
enclosure, which do not permit women to breach boundaries. Grendel’s mother, destined to exist
on the borders of society, cannot cross the border of that society’s most representative body.
Beowulf’s armor acts as both a literal and social barrier that she cannot cross” (Horner 83). Like
the speaker of the female elegy, and like Wealtheow, Grendel’s mother is bounded by a system
that leaves her alone to mourn the death of her son. By overstepping her boundary and

attempting to avenge her son’s death, Grendel’s mother becomes marginalized when she is killed
by Beowulf. In contrast to the marginalized characters, the Beowulf poet depicts the third
archetype of women who demonstrate that by following the rules of society and avoiding overstepping social boundaries, women can achieve individuality in a patriarchal society through
self-assertion.
Throughout her narrative, Modthryth shows that women can succeed both emotionally
and politically by being neither passive nor aggressive-independent; in fact, action which does
not violate the efficacy of balance is the essential key to maintain individuality in a patriarchal
society such as the world of Beowulf. Mary Dockray-Miller believes that “Modthyrth illustrates
the performative nature of the gender of power and shows that action, rather than biological sex,
is the determinant of that gender since she wields power in the same way that Beowulf does”
(32). Simply because Anglo-Saxon scholars have always discussed the feminine gender in terms
of the passive peace weaver is no reason to apply that to all women in Anglo-Saxon literature.
Through her actions, Modthryth shows that she has the power to construct her own identity.
At the beginning of her narrative, Modthryth is an unmarried woman who is not willing to
participate in a peace exchange; she puts to death potential suitors as an act of rebellion.
Modthryth’s rebellion is her refusal to be looked at, to become an object, which necessarily
results in her rejection of the female peace-weaver role (1931-1944). Instead, Modthryth “reveals
a trace of something that we know cannot exist in the world of the poem: the trace of a woman
signifying in her own right” (Overing 106). She is able to transcend the passive peace-weaver
role by avoiding overstepping her boundary at the same time.
Accordingly, Modthryth seems to acquiesce to the masculine economy that defines her
society. While Overing attributes Modthryth’s rebellion to her momentary disruption of the

social and textual structures of Beowulf, Dockray-Miller interprets Modthryth more specifically
as an active subject who has constructed her own gender. “Her masculine gender both allows and
forces her to be an active subject; thus, she cannot be an object. Modthryth has the power to
rebel, to refuse, since she has assumed the masculine gender. The bodily contact shows the
physical nature of the way the men wanted to view her and she refused to be viewed” (37-8).
Since Modthryth performs within a masculine economy, her narrative can be read that of a queen
who bound and decapitated with her own hands those men who offended her. However, it is
generally agreed that Modthryth changes into a more conventional Anglo-Saxon woman upon
her marriage to Offa.
Since she has been given to Offa, the poet tells us, the ale drinkers tell a different story;
Modthryth lives well on the throne, good and famous, loving her husband (1945-1953). Carol
Jamison believes that “this before and after behavior demonstrates that the success of marital
exchanges depends upon the willingness and capability of the woman to assume a diplomatic
position in her husband’s court” (25). Traditional critics call her change a reform: Modthryth has
become more like Wealtheow, the traditional gold-adorned queen who is punished because of
her assertive actions. Even Overing says that Modthryth rebels against but does not conquer the
masculine symbolic order (105). However, Modthryth not only disrupts the masculine symbolic
order but continues to rebel against it even after her disappearance from her own story.
The cornerstone of Modthryth’s unconventionality is her success in the role in which the
others fail. She resists and disrupts the system both before and after her marriage. DockrayMiller believes that “we have no sure evidence that Modthryth was actually a peace-weaver. The
text refers to her as a freodhuwebbe, peace-weaver, but this reference occurs before her marriage,
when she is depriving beloved men of life. We do not know her nationality and the text does not

tell us whether her people were feuding with Offa’s” (38). Unlike the other marriages described
in the poem, Modthryth succeeds both emotionally and politically. Offa is not embroiled in a
blood feud; he is, “the best of mankind between the seas. Because Offa was, with gifts and
battles, A spear-bold man, widely exalted, he held with wisdom his native land” (1956-1960).
Dockery-Miller discusses that “
in Modthryth’s case, there is no fragility of father-son bonds—as seen in other cases—
and the crown passes from father to son within a strong paternal bond. This son is strong because
Eomer has two strong parents, both watching for him. Patrilineal genealogy cannot work when
the mother is a peace-weaver; she will inevitably fail, as Overing has shown. Modthryth’s
performance to balance the role strengthens this masculine bond within the poem (37).
As Dockray-Miller believes, Modthryth’s performance confirms that gender is not natural
within the world of Beowulf, but “dependent upon agency and power wielded over others.”
Modthryth fights her own battles and her son succeeds the throne. “By discarding traditional
assumptions about masculinity and femininity in the poem—the active hero, the passive peace
pledge, the tamed shrew—by investigating lexical associations of Morthryth and Beowulf,
gender is determined not by sex or status but by action” (38). She establishes herself in her new
husband’s home and becomes a king maker, balancing her loyalties and using diplomatic skills
to forge peace. Modthryth’s gender performance confirms that by not violating the efficacy of
balance, one can succeed, as does Hygd, the other self-assertive woman who has succeeded in
her role.
Following the intervention of Grendel’s mother, we have the narrative account of Hygd,
another active model of femininity. Hygd, Hygelac’s young wife, also moves beyond the role of
object after her marriage to Hygelac and seems successful establishing herself as a diplomat. The

narrator describes her as:
Hygd, very young, wise, well-mannered,
though had the daughter of Hæreth passed within
the palace walls—yet not poor of that,
nor stingy of gifts to the Geatish people,
of great treasures. (1925-1931)
The opening and closing descriptions of Hygd firmly identify her as a conventional
peace-weaver, “and the final passage links her to Wealtheow through the exchange of the neckring” (Horner 87). Doubting her son’s ability to prevent tribal wars, like Wealtheow, Hygd also
tries to assert political power by attempting to deliver the kingdom of the Geats to Beowulf
following Hygelac’s death on the battlefield. The poet says:
Hygd offered him [Beowulf] the hoard and kingdom,
rings and royal throne; she did not trust
that her son could hold the ancestral seat
against foreign hosts, now that Hygelac was dead. (2369-2372)
The question that might be raised here is, compared to Wealtheow, how is Hygd
maintaining the efficacy of balance by not overstepping her boundaries? While Wealtheow
attempts to protect her son’s rights by commanding Hrothagr, Hygd is surmounting her son’s
rights by offering Beowulf the throne. Setsuko Haruta argues that Hygd, who has learned from
Wealtheow’s example, is offering Beowulf the second most precious thing in her possession—
her son’s chance of the crown itself—in order to secure his safety. (10). More importantly than
Wealtheow’s, Modthryth’s narrative influences Hygd in a positive way.
Modthryth represents women who refuse to be passive peace-weavers and manage to

subvert the usual role of women as objects in exchanges between men; being aware of this fact,
Hygd attempts to avoid the consequences awaiting passive or aggressive roles. Jamison argues that
Modthryth’s capability to assume a diplomatic position in her husband’s court influenced Hygd in
a positive way. He explores Modthryth’s narrative as one that Hygd has seriously considered: “she
weighed contrasting stories about Modthryth’s character … and chose the better side of her
predecessor. The placement of the narrative about Modthryth directly after the description of Hygd
is meaningful. It indicates that Hygd has considered Modthryth’s actions, rejecting the early
misbehavior and instead modeling herself on Modthryth’s ultimate diplomacy (25). Marijane
Osborn also points out the same fact by stating that “in line 1931, the poet presents queen Hygd,
whose name means ‘thought,’ as herself having thought of Modthryth, whose name means
‘strength’” (57). This consideration of balance and subsequent choice has taken place in the past
of the world of the poem and is described now in order to account for Hygd’s present excellence
as a generous queen. Thus, Modthyrth and Hygd show that women can maintain their individuality
in a patriarchal society. As we will see in the next chapter, The Awakening shows the consequences
of being passive or aggressive on a patriarchal society.
EDNA PONTELLIER: A QUEST FOR INDIVIDUALITY
“She [Edna Pontellier] thought of Leonce and the children. They were a part of her life.
But they need not have thought that they could possess her, body and soul” (Chopin 139).
Kate Chopin is one of the prominent American authors who challenged the beliefs of the
patriarchal society and approached the topic of women’s issues from different experiences and
backgrounds. She created characters such as Edna Pontellier who fight against the restricted and
established roles of the male patriarchy refuse to submit to restraining traditional roles, and search
for their own freedom. Throughout the novel, and in the quote above, Edna searches to define

herself and is determined never again to surrender her individuality to others. She attempts to
adapt to the archetypal roles of mother- woman and independent artist, but she does not fit into
either role and must find her own identity and path to freedom. Edna also struggles within herself
as she tries to find a compromise between the archetypal roles of Adéle Ratignolle, the motherwoman, and Mademoiselle Reisz, the independent, aggressive artist. Although Edna was not
completely successful in breaking the societal and feminine conventions, Kate Chopin believes
that women are able to maintain their individuality by having moderation between the alternative
roles put forth by the society.
As a perfect example of the mother-woman, Adele Ratignolle comes immediately to
mind. The role of women in Beowulf primarily depends upon “peace-weaving”; similarly,
women in The Awakening are expected to have the role of a mother-woman. Chopin describes
the “mother-woman” as being thoroughly self-sacrificing: “they were women who idolized their
children, worshipped their husbands, and esteemed it a holy privilege to efface themselves as
individuals and grow wings, as ministering angels” (16). Edna finds no consolation in Adéle’s
maternal security and happiness. Adéle has traded her identity and her independence for serenity
and security. Adéle’s life is centered on her utilitarianism, just as Leonce Pontellier’s world is
centered on material possessions and social position. Whereas Edna is handsome, Adéle is
strikingly beautiful: “mothering, like her golden good looks, comes as easily and as regularly to
Adele as her continual birthing of babies” (Showalter 52). Also, it seems that mothering does not
drain her energy. She is usually either tending her children or mending one of their bibs. “Chopin
captures the essence of Adele as the mother-woman marvels over a pattern for a baby’s winter
drawers. Edna, in contrast, could not be less interested. She has never felt excessive joy over the
intricacies of a baby’s winter drawers. She is capable of joy but not about next season’s baby

clothes” (Manfred 35). Unlike Adéle, Edna cannot sacrifice herself, her individuality and soul, to
her children.
Adéle’s passion for motherhood is only one of many things which Edna cannot explain or
feel comfortable with. Compared to the rest of the women on Grand Isle, Edna is different. On
the surface, she is a good mother and good wife, but not in the same way that Adéle is. Edna is
not like the “mother-woman” here at Grand Isle. Equally puzzling to Edna is Adéle’s freedom of
speech which is shared by other women at Grand Isle. The desire for an authentic language is
shown in The Awakening through Edna’s search for self-expression, a search that brings her into
conflict with the linguistic usages of Creole society. Patricia Yaeger believes that Edna differs
from the Creoles in that she respects words and tries to use them accurately, so as to express her
individuality. Accustomed “to harbor thoughts and emotions which never voiced themselves’
(79), she begins to shed her verbal inhibitions and to utter sentiments unintelligible to her
companions” (320). When she tells Adéle that she would not sacrifice herself for her children,
Chopin writes that “the two women did not appear to understand each other or to be talking the
same language” (79). Trying to make herself clear to the appalled mother, she continues, “I
would give up the unessential I would give my money, I would give my life for my children; but
I wouldn’t give myself” (Chopin 79). Adéle’s answer is, “a woman who would give her life for
her children could do no more than that…I’m sure I couldn’t do more than that” (Chopin 80).
Withholding nothing, Adéle cannot conceive of giving more than she already gives. “Edna
cannot at first identify that it is she who has chosen to withhold” (Gilmore 67): “I wouldn’t give
myself. I can’t make it more clear; it’s only something which ---is revealing itself to me”
(Chopin 80). Adéle does not understand that “as Edna’s eyes are gradually opened, it is less
important to her to live than to have a self, and that she now insists on an individual, authentic

existence and wants a freedom to exert a conscious choice which can bring out her own essence”
(Seyersted 144).
Edna ceases to comply with other’s expectations and follows the promptings of her own nature,
and Chopin describes this change as a growth in the heroine’s authenticity, her reality, as a person:
“every step which she took toward relieving herself from obligations added to her strength and
expansion as an individual. She began to look with her own eyes; to see and to apprehend the
deeper undercurrents of life. No longer was she content to ‘feed upon opinion’ when her own soul
had invited her” (156). Hence, Edna becomes one with the inner life that is her real identity, and
it is her very individuality which is most striking about her and makes her freestanding compared
with the other women on Grand Isle.
Edna’s awakening begins on Grand Isle and not with a man but with a woman.
As Sandra Gilbert points out, “Grand Isle is an oasis of women’s culture or a female
colony, a place significant for women, outside patriarchal culture, beyond the limits of
limitations of the sea where men make history, on a shore that marks the margin where nature
intersects with culture” (95). Moreover, Adéle Ratignolle, “the empress of the mother-women,”
has an important role in Edna’s awakening (Gilbert 95). Before coming to Grand Isle, Edna was
not familiar with expressing her feelings freely; it is Adéle who “belatedly initiates Edna into the
world of female love and ritual on the first step of her sensual voyage of self-discovery”
(Gilmore 95). The relationship with the conventional Adéle educates the immature Edna to begin
thinking about her own past and to analyze her own personality, realizing that she cannot allow
herself to accept a passive role like Adéle or Hildeburh and Freawaru, two examples of passive
queens in Beowulf who bear parallels to Chopin’s Adéle.
Mademoiselle Reisz represents the alterative role for Edna, the independent woman.

Mademoiselle Reisz functions in The Awakening as the unconventional woman who has
had the strength to reject society’s expectations in order to lead a creative life. She is the mirror
image of Wealhtheow and Grendel’s mother, who refuse to be passive, who step beyond the
conventional rules of society, and eventually suffer from the consequences. Mademoiselle Reisz
says to Edna, “ . . . moreover, to succeed, the artist must possess the courageous soul . . . . The
brave soul. The soul that dares and defies” (Chopin 106). It is this rebellious quality that
Mademoiselle Reisz attempts to nurture in Edna by encouraging her to be free. Mademoiselle
Reisz is aware that she is seen as “a disagreeable little woman, no longer young, who had
quarreled with almost everyone, owing to a temper which was self-assertive and a disposition to
trample upon the rights of others” (Chopin 43). Whereas Adéle is a “faultless Madonna” who
speaks for the values and laws of the Creole community, Mademoiselle Reisz is renegade, self
assertive, and outspoken. Her aggressiveness reminds one of Wealtheow who steps out of her
boundary by reprimanding Hrothgar, and interfering in politics. “She [Mademoiselle Reisz] has
no patience with petty social rules and violates the most basic expectations of femininity. To a
rake like Arobin, she is so unattractive, unpleasant, and unwomanly as to seem partially
demented” (Chopin 43). Like Grendel’s mother, who violates feminine conventions, avenges her
son, and avoids conforming the societal convention, Mademoiselle Reisz also refuses to follow
the conventions of femininity: “even Edna occasionally perceives Mademoiselle Reisz’s
awkwardness as a kind of deformity and is sometimes offended by the old woman’s candor and
is not sure whether she likes her” (Gilmore 67). When the old pianist says that she feared that
Edna would not come to see her in New Orleans, Edna tells her frankly that she herself has not
been sure whether or not she likes the woman. Despite her characteristics, Mademoiselle Reisz
influences Edna and helps her realize that her marriage to Leonce has trapped her in the passive

role just as the parrot is caged at the beginning of the novel.
At the beginning of The Awakening, Chopin introduces an important symbol, the parrot,
which comments on the main heroine, Edna Pontellier: “a green and yellow parrot, which hung
in a cage outside the door, . . .” (5). Gilbert asserts that the caged parrot is not merely a caged
mocking bird on the other side of the doorway used as mere decoration; the bird’s mastery of an
incomprehensible language serves as a model for Chopin and her heroine” (96). In other words,
both the cage and the parrot are symbols of the novel’s heroine, Edna Pontellier, who will
awaken in the novel and discover that she is caged in a marriage that does not allow her to grow
or to become a mature, independent, self-assertive woman with a mind and body of her own.
Interestingly, Edna’s husband is mildly irritated by the noise of the caged parrot; later in the
novel, “he will be confused and furious when he finds himself threatened by a wife who tells him
that she refuses, as it were, to parrot the right phrases and refuses to perform what is expected of
the wife of a well-to-do businessman” (Delbanco 93). He is not aware that Edna is on her path of
gradual awakening.
Edna’s state of awakening is gradual. In one scene, she lies alone in her hammock, and
she does not even speak to Leonce when he returns home. In fact, she does not even answer him
initially when he questions her. At this point, Chopin signals Edna’s inward transformation by
depicting her eyes are “gleaming,” suggesting clear and direct sight. She further describes that
Edna’s eyes, despite the late hours, had “no sleepy shadows, as they looked into his” (13). This
descriptive phrase is significant since “it underscores Edna’s newly awakened state, and it
stresses Edna’s looking directly at her husband, facing him as an equal and even as an opponent.
Her ‘don’t wait for me’ is symbolic of her new sense of life’s enormous potential” (Delbanco
107). Edna is no longer Leonce Pontellier’s property. She is no longer in need of a man’s

presence before she can begin readying herself for bed. Wendy Martin believes that she has
awakened to a new confidence and to a new assertiveness within herself. Resisting the
confinement of the enclosed domestic space, she is unshielded from the chthonic mysteries of the
moon and the terrors of the night associated with the primordial female realm (22). Edna shows a
desire for an authentic language and she refuses to be treated as a piece of property ever again.
Throughout the novel, Chopin states clearly that Edna was “beginning to realize her
position in the universe as a human being, and to recognize her relation as an individual to the
world within and about her” (25). She also begins to question the social conventions. When
Robert asks her to accompany him for a swim, first she declines, then reconsiders. Convention
rather forbids it—swimming at evening time--yet Edna rather wants to swim, so she accepts
Robert’s offer. After all, why not? “A healthy man would not hesitate to respond to the sea, and
Edna is beginning to question why she, simply because she is a woman, should deny herself this
gratification or why she should let society deny it to her” (Jones 110). Edna is beginning to
recognize her relation as an individual to the world within and about her.
When returning to their large house in New Orleans, Mr. Pontellier takes great pride
while walking though the house, surveying its sumptuous details. By stating that “he [Leonce
Pontellier] greatly valued his possessions” (Chopin 83), one remembers the scene where he
scolded his wife by stating that she was “burnt beyond recognition . . .” (Chopin 7). He greatly
values his possessions, and among his possessions, he obviously and unthinkingly includes his
wife. Consequently, Edna feels this sense of selfishness and possessiveness in Leonce when she
decides to move out of the big house into a smaller house around the block; she tells
Mademoiselle Reisz, “I’m tired of looking after the big house. It never seemed like mine—like
home” (Chopin 132). “As Mademoiselle Reisz senses, the key word is ‘mine;’ Edna is

developing a sense of individualism and ownership” (Manfred 35). She is gradually becoming
herself and demands to be treated as an individual.
Edna’s awakening is further seen when Leonce berates Edna for “spending in an atelier
days [painting] which would be better employed contriving for the comfort of her family”
(Chopin 95). Edna responds, “I feel like painting…. Perhaps I shan’t always feel like it” (Chopin
95). Chopin comments that Leonce “could see plainly that she was not herself. That is he could
not see that she was becoming herself and daily casting aside that fictitious self which we assume
like a garment with which to appear before the world” (96). Suzanne Jones believes that her
decision to ignore her social contracts is a manifestation of her choice to live for the moment and
to live for herself (111). Furthermore, she leaves the shelter of her home to take long walks in
unfamiliar parts of the city, an activity unthinkable for a lady. “In crossing physical bounds, she
breaks her mental ones; just as she did in the island: ‘I always feel so sorry for women who don’t
like to walk, they miss so much—so many rare little glimpse of life; and we women learn so
little of life on the whole’” (Jones 110). The ability to see herself as other than her society sees
her helps Edna transcend society’s viewpoint and dismiss Adéle’s concern for her reputation:
“she began to look with her own eyes; to see and to apprehend the deeper undercurrents of life.
No longer was she content to ‘feed upon opinion’ when her own soul had invited her” (Nelles
47). With her new perspective, Edna is free, in Mademoiselle Reisz’s terms, to “soar above the
level of plain of tradition and prejudice.” She is less inhibited and more spontaneous.
Considering her determination to discard the trappings of her role as a society matron, the
high point of Edna’s awakening is the dinner party she gives for her twenty-ninth birthday.
Showalter argues that “as it proceeds to its bacchanalian climax, the dinner party also has a
symbolic intensity and resonance that makes it, as Sandra Hilbert argues, a ‘most authentic act of

self-definition.’ Not only is the twenty-ninth birthday a feminine threshold, the passage from
youth to middle age, but Edna is literally on the threshold of a new life in her little house” (51).
The dinner, as Arobin remarks, is a “coup d état, an overthrow of her marriage, all the more an
act of aggression because Leonce will pay the bills” (Showalter 51). Moreover, she has created
an atmosphere of splendor and luxury that seems to exceed the requirements of the occasion.
Presiding at the head of the table, Edna seems powerful and autonomous: “there was something
in her attitude which suggested the regal women, the one who rules, who looks on, who stands
alone” (Chopin 144). “Edna’s moment of mastery thus takes place in the context of a familiar
ceremony of women’s culture. Indeed, dinner parties are virtual set pieces of feminist aesthetics,
“someone whose creativity is channeled onto the production of social and domestic harmony
(Showalter 52). Edna may look like a queen, but she is still a housewife. “The political and
aesthetic weapons she has in her coup d état are only forks and knives, glasses and dresses. Even
when she moves out of her husband’s house, Edna still moves to a pigeon house” (Showalter
52); in reality, that is not a solution to gain self-assertion.
By examining the life of Edna Pontellier, one might wonder “why now?” Why, suddenly
after ten years of marriage at the age of 29 is she awakened, seeing the need to quest for her
individuality and not be a passive wife? Barbara Ewell examines this issue and asks why young
women are more conservative. She argues that it is men who are rebellious in youth and grow
more conservative with age, a pattern that has been evident since abolitionist and suffragist
times. This makes sense in a male-dominant society where young men rebel against their
powerful fathers, and then grow more conservative as they replace them, while young women
outgrow the limited power allotted to them as sex objects and child bearers, and finally replace
their less powerful mothers. Furthermore, young women have not yet experienced the injustices

of inequality in the paid labor force, the unequal burden of childbearing and work in the home,
and the double standard for aging. Also, women may be the one group that grows more radical
with age; women in general don’t begin to challenge the politics of their own lives until later.
Young women have a big task in resisting pressures and challenging definition. Their increasing
success is a miracle of foresight and courage that should make us all proud. But they should
know that they may grow more radical with age. One day, an army of gray-haired women may
quietly take over the earth (158-59).
By moving out of her husband’s house to a smaller one, Edna feels like an independent
individual; she is so completely satisfied with her small house that she soon feels ready to leave
it and go see her children. The week with her children is described by Chopin in detail. Edna
listens to her little boys’ tale of mule riding, fishing, and picking pecans. Even Edna herself
enjoys going with them to see the pigs and the cows and also the black servants. Edna thoroughly
enjoys being with the children, answering their questions about the new house such as where
everyone sleeps and where their favorite toys are. For the entire week, Chopin tells us that Edna
gives “all of herself” to her children—unreservedly and happily. When she has to leave, it is with
a sense of regret. All the way home, “their presence lingered with her like the memory of a
delicious song” (158). But once Edna returns to New Orleans, her thoughts are not with her
children. “The joyous scene of Edna with her children and of her leaving them and returning to
New Orleans makes more sense of what Edna meant when she told her friend Adele that she
would die for her children, but that she would not give up a life of her own in exchange for a
daily devotion to them” (Foata 29). She admires Adele’s beautiful embodiment of the motherwoman role, but she herself cannot conform to the stifling demands of the role.
Robert also escalates her quest for individuality. The note which Edna finds when she

returns to her house is a further illustration of woman’s situation in a man’s world.
Robert’s words signify to her not only that he is afraid to braving conventions,
also

that ‘he would never understand her’, or ever accept that kind of independence
and equality without which she cannot exist. He is Kate Chopin’s example of the
ordinary man who cannot tolerate the unusual woman, and his reaction
emphasizes the reasoning which relentlessly leads Mrs. Pontellier to her final
exertion of responsibility and of her will as she pays the price of freedom.

(Bradley

52)

As Edna later tells Robert, “I have got into a habit of expressing myself” (165), and when Robert
expresses the hope of Edna’s “becoming,” as he says to her, “my wife . . . recalling men who had
set their wives free,” Edna remonstrates: “I am no longer one of Mr. Pontellier’s possessions to
dispose of or not. I give myself where I choose. If he were to say, ‘Here, Robert, take her and be
happy; she is yours,’ I should laugh at you both” (Chopin 167). She is not willing to be owned
anymore.
Edna has awakened to new visions and new perspectives and can never return to a life of
dreaming and illusions or of being Mrs. Pontellier. She has reached a crisis which she must solve
alone. She has no one to relate to. Adéle’s role of a mother-woman is as oppressive and limited
as old Mademoiselle Reisz’s role as an artist. Many critics such as Martin believe that in many
respects, Edna Pontellier’s struggle for selfhood is doomed because there is little possibility for
self-determination for women in a society where legal and economical practice and social
custom prohibit female autonomy (17). That might be true in case of Edna since her society does
not offer any other options, and Edna lacks the strength to move beyond the societal obstacles.
Adelé Ratignolle and Mademoiselle Reisz represent not only alterative roles and influences

for Edna in the world of this novel, they also suggest different plots and conclusions. Adele’s story
suggests that if Edna follows her example, Edna will give up her rebellion, return to her marriage,
have another baby, and by degrees, love, and even desire her husband. Mademoiselle Reisz’s story
suggests that should Edna follow her path, she will lose her beauty, her youth, her husband and
children, and become an isolated figure. Showalter argues that Chopin wished to reject both of
these endings and to escape from the literary traditions they represented; “but her own literary
solitude, her resistance to allying herself with a specific ideological or aesthetic position, made it
impossible for her to work out something different and new” (215). Hence, Edna remains very
much entangled in her own emotions and moods, rather than moving beyond them to real selfunderstanding and to an awareness of her relationship to her society.
To return to her former life would be to permit her husband and children “to possess her, body
and soul” (Chopin 190); and she is determined never again to subordinate her individuality to
others. Showalter believes that her quest for self-fulfillment, though it ends in death, is an
insurrectionary act because it questions a civilization (52); it has to end in death because there is
no way for the world she inhabits to accommodate the change in her.
From a feminist point of view, Edna’s plight is that of a woman who finally begins “to
realize her position in the universe as a human being, and to recognize her relations as an individual
to the world within and about her” (Chopin 25). Although her spiritual and social quest is not
represented as successful, by illustrating the spectrum of societal constructs of the feminine, Kate
Chopin shows the efficacy of balance against passive and aggressive characters and the subsequent
consequences they encounter for their conduct. Thus, by maintaining moderation, women are able
to quest their individuality in the patriarchal society.
The universal issues of suppression and marginalization by the male dominancy are

common subjects which are treated by both The Awakening and Beowulf despite the fact that the
two texts are from two distinct time period and genre. Both the Beowulf poet and Kate Chopin
address the issue of women who can no longer endure the suppression and objectified treatment
of the patriarchal society. Thus, the realm they create inspires women to seek out their individual
identity by being neither passive nor aggressive, but by being self-assertive and maintaining
moderation between the two alternative roles offered by their society.
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